Physician first, parish priest later, poet primarily, George Crabbe was born in 1754 in Aldeburgh, a small fishing port in Suffolk, East Anglia. He died in 1832, having had a literary career that spanned fifty years. Involved in medicine as a youthful apprentice and as a struggling young man, Crabbe was deeply affected, psychologically and philosophically, by what he saw and what he did. A financial failure as a doctor, impoverished, Crabbe gave up his Aldeburgh medical practice and moved to London in 1780, where a year later he was ordained in the Church of England.
According to his son1, Crabbe never totally abandoned his original profession, continuing to treat any of the poor who requested his medical aid: 'he grudged no personal fatigue to attend the sick-bed of the peasant, in the double capacity of physician and priest'. Perhaps Crabbe shared the belief of Keats that the commitment to study life and alleviate suffering was the very same in poet and physician2.
In his preface to Tales3 Crabbe allowed that 'the effect of Poetry should be to lift the mind from the painful realities of actual existence, from its every-day concerns, and its perpetually occurring vexations, and to give it repose by substituting objects in their place which it may contemplate with some degree of interest and satisfaction'. While giving up the private practice of medicine for the life of a clergyman, Crabbe continued to care for the poor, the sick, the dying, thus fulfilling the duties of the pastor, the physician, and the poet-comforting souls and relieving pain.
My approach to literary texts has often been to reread them in a medical context, a procedure that is frequently illuminating. For Crabbe this method is specially relevant. Taking a few of the many poems that resonate with his knowledge of medicine, I will argue that Crabbe's poetry was profoundly influenced by his life as a doctor.
MEDICAL EXPERIENCE
At the age of eleven or twelve, the medical profession already decided for him by his father, Crabbe enrolled in the school of Richard Haddon, a well-educated mathematician. Not only did Crabbe learn mathematics here, he also began his classical education as well as his poetic career, writing his first doggerel, which his son describes as a warning to young girls of the danger of an overly exuberant reaction to new blue ribbons. At fourteen, in 1768, Crabbe's medical training began when his father apprenticed him for seven years to a Mr Smith in the tiny village of Wickhambrook. However, Smith was more a farmer than an apothecary; he sold few drugs and did little bleeding. Crabbe, the fledgling apprentice, seems to have spent most of his time running errands and ploughing fields. After two years of menial work, he rebelled in anger at learning nothing and his father was forced to take him back. Between 1771 and 1775, he was apprenticed a second time to a Mr Page, the surgeon-apothecary of Woodbridge, where again he received poor training, mainly putting up prescriptions and compounding medicines4.
When in the summer of 1775 Crabbe returned to Aldeburgh after his apprenticeship, he was forced by lack of funds to work as a labourer until the local parish hired him to treat Howard, a village youngster, for the 'itch' and to provide medical care for the indigent in the parish poorhouse (which contained seven beds but only five sheets, four blankets, and one pair of curtains). In this windy unheated cottage, the poor were forced to wear a uniform displaying the black letters PA, signifying Parish of Aldeburgh. The sick men and women of the poorhouse must have had a profound influence on the young Crabbe as he ministered to their illnesses and observed their misery, imprinting on him 'the cold charities of man to man', the hopelessness of the poor, and the limitations of his own ability to alleviate pain and suffering (The Village, L 245). Understanding his inadequacies and feeling a great responsibility to his work, Crabbe 'never awoke without shuddering at the thought that some operation of real difficulty might be thrown in his way before night'l.
After one year as an apothecary-surgeon in Aldeburgh, Crabbe had saved a small amount of money, enough to go to London to improve his medical skills. In the capital, he attended lectures on obstetrics, made rounds at the hospitals, and studied anatomy. After ten months, out of money, he returned to Suffolk to discover that his competitor in apothecary and his substitute had joined forces to take over his practice, leaving him with only the poorhouse as a source of income.
Crabbe recognized that his skills and diagnostic abilities were still limited, and when the second of his two Program in History and Philosophy of Science, Stanford University, Stanford, Califomia 94305-2024, USA obstetrical patients died less than one month after delivery, he became dejected. Depression and increasing poverty forced Crabbe to give up medicine and move to London in 1780; the following year, sufficiently poor to be concerned about impending incarceration in debtor's prison, he petitioned Edmund Burke for help with what has come to be known as the Bunbury Letter, enclosing a copy of his poem The Library. Thanks to the intervention of Burke, he was eventually ordained in the Church of England a move that relieved his financial worries and gave him more time to write poetry4. POETRY Crabbe used his background as a physician to add an element of medical realism to his poetry. Inebriety, a poem in three parts concerned with the vice of alcohol, was an early effort published in 1776. In part one he describes the physical condition of those coming into the pub on a cold winter's day:
The opening valves, which fill the venal road, Then scarcely urge along the sanguine flood; The labouring pulse, a slower motion rules, The tendons stiffen, . . . (LL 27-30).
Clearly, Crabbe knew about valves of the venous system. But he goes beyond simple depiction here and describes the physiological effects of severe cold-slow pulse and stiff joints-easily perceived as true by those who endure English winters.
As for the ultimate results of alcohol, part one points out that '[the drinker] must weigh gout and gravel, against ale and rest' (L 147). Gout was an affliction well known and much talked about, and Crabbe depicts it in three later poems. In the revised version of The Library, he satirizes the ill-founded and too numerous theories that attempt to ascribe all disease to a single cause. Gout here is the mother of all morbidity:
One to the Gout contracts all human Pain, He views it raging in the frantic Brain These later descriptions of gout indicate several important and accurate clinical observations: gout tends to occur in the adult male and the overweight; the pain can be sudden in onset and severe, and when it attacks a vital organ such as the kidney, the disease can be fatal. These accounts of the ramifications of gout would have been recognized in Crabbe's time as factual, even by the non-medical reader.
Another ailment is mentioned in part one of the Parish In an additional medical observation Crabbe shrewdly recognizes the basic principle of diagnosis that all medical students learn their first night in the emergency room: know the cause of pain before giving analgesics, so as not to mask the disease and allow progression. In The Borough, letter VII, he writes, Without medical training Crabbe could not have written this unidealized picture of the death of a baby due to lack of a specific diagnosis, dehydration, and drug overdosage.
Crabbe's poems often express the profound guilt he felt about his limited medical knowledge and his inability to help the ill, the aged and the poor; and his withdrawal from medicine enabled him to criticize the profession in ways that would have been hazardous for a physician in active practice. The rudeness and arrogance of doctors are illustrated in The Family of Love and The Village. In The Family of Love he comments on young David's decision to study medicine and his observations of other physicians. Some, he observed, a kind of roughness used, And now their patients banter'd, now abused: The awe-struck people were at once dismay'd, As if they begg'd the advice for which they paid More devastatingly in The Village, Crabbe describes the behaviour of the physician attending the sick in the parish poorhouse:
Anon, a figure enters, quaintly neat, All pride and business, bustle and conceit; With looks unalter'd by these scenes of woe, With speed that, entering, speaks his haste to go; He bids the gazing throng around him fly, And carries fate and physic in his eye (LL 276-81) These lines offer a crushing portrait of the worst kind of doctor, arrogant, unwilling to give his time to the sick, refusing even the empathy that humanity demands. In the next sequence, the words haste, impatience, hurried, rushes underscore the emphasis on time rather than treatment:
Paid by the parish for attendance here, He wears contempt upon his sapient sneer; In haste he seeks the bed where misery lies, Impatience mark'd in his averted eyes; And, some habitual queries hurried o'er, Without reply, he rushes on the door; His drooping patient, long inur'd to pain And long unheeded, knows remonstrance vain;
He ceases now the feeble help to crave These remarks are not just a convincing critique of other doctors, but may have also been a means to express and relieve his guilt at his own inadequate performance as a poorhouse doctor.
In another section of The Village Crabbe draws our attention not only to the quack doctor but also to the laws that protect him rather than the patient:
A potent quack, long vers'd in human ills, Who first insults the victim whom he kills; Whose murd'rous hand a drowsy bench protect, And whose most tender mercy is neglect (LL 282-5) As Crabbe also said in a later work, The Borough, Letter VII, Perhaps there may by Law Be method found, these Pests to curb and awe; Yet in this Land of Freedom, Law is slack (LL 284-5).
Since these quacks escape punishment, Crabbe sees them as serial killers; and, possibly again recalling the limitations of his own modest medical education and the pain he and his patients suffered as he gained experience, Crabbe In 1783, three years after giving up medicine, he produced his first important work, The Village, which is an *immediate reflection of his time as the poorhouse doctor and sets the tone for much of his later work. I quote from book one:
Their's is yon house that holds the parish poor, Whose walls of mud scarce bear the broken door;
Of man, and silent sinks into the grave (LL 286-95) There, where the putrid vapours flagging, play, And the dull wheel hums doleful through the day; There children dwell who know no parents' care, Parents, who know no children's love, dwell there;
Heart-broken matrons on their joyless bed, Forsaken wives and mothers never wed;
Dejected widows with unheeded tears, And crippled age with more than childhood-fears The lame, the blind, and, far the happiest they! The moping idiot and the madman gay.
Here too the sick their final doom receive, Here brought amid the scenes of grief, to grieve (LL 228-A1) These stanzas from The Village are so powerful and disturbing that they almost certainly arose from personal experience, working as the doctor of the poorhouse with seven beds and four blankets. In a later poem from The Borough, letter XVIII, 'The Poor and their Dwellings', Crabbe objects not just to the physical conditions of the poorhouse, but also to the philosophy that humiliates the destitute. Subliminally he asks, as he often does, where is the Christian spirit?
Your Plan I love not; with a number you Have plac'd your Poor, your pitiable few; There, in one House, throughout their Lives to be, The Pauper-Palace which they hate to see: That Giant-Building, that high bounding Wall, Those bare-worn Walks, that lofty thund'ring Hall! That large loud Clock, which tolls each dreaded House, Those Gates and Locks, and all those Signs of Power: It is a Prison, with a milder name, Which few inhabit without dread or shame (LL 109-14)
The poorhouse is an example for Crabbe of how the local worthies seek to segregate and insulate themselves from the indigent. In the words of John Eylers, the poor laws caused those seeking relief 'to lose some of [their] civil rights and sometimes [their] freedom, [and] to be morally stigmatized'.
Be it agreed-the Poor who hither come, Partake of Plenty, seldom found at home;
That airy Rooms and decent Beds are meant, To give the Poor by day, by night, Content; That none are frighten'd, once admitted here, By the stern Looks of lordly Overseer:
Grant that the Guardians of the Place attend, And ready ear to each Petition lend; That they desire the grieving Poor to show, What ills they feel, what partial Acts they know, Not without Promise, nay Desire to heal While acknowledging the physical conveniences of this poorhouse, Crabbe, proceeds to focus on the residents' feeling.
Alas! their Sorrows in their Bosoms dwell, They've much to suffer, but have nought to tell; They have no Evil in the Place to state, And dare not say, it is the House they hate; They own there's granted all such Place can givc, But live repining, for 'tis there they live Reviewing Ronald Hatch's Crabbe's Arabesque6, Pat Rogers7 agrees with Hatch that 'perhaps, after all, Crabbe, really did compose fables about the recognition of otherness'. This strikes me as a legitimate interpretation.
Crabbe's special medical knowledge becomes equally manifest in his metaphors and allusions. In The News-Paper, he harangues the mediocre poet, whose work is likened to an infection: Thoughtless of ill, and to the future blind, A sudden couplet rushes in your mind; Here you may nameless print your idle rhymes, And read your firstborn work a thousand times: Th' infection spreads, your couplet grows apace (LL447-51)
In the same poem Crabbe casts the newspapers as carriers of infectious disease too.
Nor here th' infectious rage for party stops, But flits along from palaces to shops;
Our weekly journals o'er the land abound, And spread their plagues and influenzas round (LL 169-72) In Crabbe's 'Letter VI on Law' in The Borough, he criticizes the lawyer by representing him as a surgeon who cares only for the surgical problem, not the whole patient:
Mankind dispute, that Lawyers may be fee'd Rage, Hatred, Fear, the Mind's severer ill, All bring Employment, all augment his Bills; As feels the Surgeon for the mangled Limb, The mangled Mind is but a Job for him In Poins, a poem of 1100 lines, Crabbe deals with a wide range of topics including human frailty, spirituality, and conscience. The following extract likens the sinner's inadequate repentance to an inadequate surgical opera- Not surprisingly, a recurrent theme in Crabbe's poetry is his concept of the priest as the healer. He held that the secondary skills of doctors may help to cure diseases, but the primary and ultimate power to heal is in the hands of the Christian God, and the cure of the soul is properly God's work: Probably referred to in this stanza is scrofula, the 'king's evil', so-called because of a belief that it could be cured by the touch of a king's hand. (James Boswell8 describes Samuel Johnson as a sufferer of scrofula, who was taken by his mother to be touched by Queen Anne. The touch did not cure.) These lines are central to Crabbe's philosophy and his poetry. His strongest beliefs, resonating with medical terminology, are present here.
In The Borough, letter IV, 'Religious Sects' the priest is instated as a physician of the evil doer:
These are the Church-physicians; they are paid With noble fees for their advice and aid; Yet know they not the inward pulse to feel, To ease the anguish, or the wound to heal.
With the sick Sinner, thus their work begins (LL448-52) Just as there are two fees, the noble fee of the priest and the monetary fee of the physician, for Crabbe there are also two pulses, the physical, expressing the cardiac contraction, and the 'inward' denoting good and evil. Either rhythm is likely to malfunction, and both may respond to the ministrations of the physician-priest.
In The Parish Register, III, the priest is seen as the final healer-one who prepares the patient for his death.
Sick lies the man, bewilder'd, lost, afraid, His Spirits vanquish'd and his strength decay'd; No hope the Friend, the Nurse, the Doctor lend 'Call then a Priest and fit him for his end'. Five years later in 'Procrastination' from his collection of Tales, Crabbe refashioned this theme: honest doctors recognize both their limitations and the power of God:
The cautious Doctor saw the case was clear, But judg'd it best to have companions near; They came, they reason'd they prescrib'd-at last, Like honest men, they said their hopes were past:
Then came a priest-'tis comfort to reflect, When all is over, there was no neglect (LL 110-15) When Crabbe was rector at Trowbridge, he delivered a sermon that summarizes these feelings: 'God can illuminate all darkness, and every disease of the mind and body are [sic] removed at his pleasure'9.
Perhaps it was our good fortune that poor training and lack of funds prevented Crabbe from succeeding at medicine. His exposure to medical practice endowed him with a sharp perception and a delicate sensitivity that emerged in his poems. As a young man Crabbe first used medicines to heal; sometimes failing. He later added the remedies of God and poetry.
